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Risk assessment of child-victim sex offenders
for extended supervision in New Zealand
TERESA WATSON & JAMES VESS
Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand
Abstract
Recently enacted legislation in New Zealand, the Parole (Extended Supervision)
Amendment Act 2004, allows for the imposition of up to 10 years of supervision in
the community for child-victim sex offenders following their release from prison. The
Act requires reports to be written specifically assessing the risk of sexual re-offending
against children. This study examined the application of actuarial measures used
by the New Zealand Department of Corrections in these assessments, including
a computer-scored instrument based on static factors (the Automated Sexual
Recidivism Scale; ASRS) and a clinically-based judgement of dynamic risk factors
(the SONAR). It was expected that a conservative approach would be taken in
making recommendations for or against extended periods of supervision, such that a
high score on either measure would predict a recommendation for extended
supervision. It was found, however, that a more individualized approach was often
taken, whereby a baseline assessment of risk as predicted by the ASRS was adjusted
by clinicians based on SONAR ratings. Implications for the practice of risk
assessment in sexual re-offending are discussed.
Keywords: Sex offenders, risk assessment, static variables, dynamic variables,
actuarial, supervision
Over the past 15 years, there has been a proliferation of legislation intended
to identify and intervene against those sexual offenders considered to be at
highest risk for re-offending (Burdon & Gallagher, 2002; Janus, 2000; John
Howard Society of Alberta, 1999; Levesque, 2000). This concern for pro-
tecting the public from sexual offenders has led the criminal justice
sector and government in New Zealand to respond with the enactment of
the Parole (Extended Supervision) Amendment Act 2004. This legislation
allows for court-imposed community supervision of high-risk sex offenders
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against child victims for up to 10 years after release from prison and the end
of their parole conditions.
When making a decision about the supervision of an offender past his/her
statutory release date, the rights of the offender must be weighed against the
protection of potential victims and prevention of harm to society. Some
commentators consider additional supervision of an offender after release
from prison to represent punishment for as-yet-uncommitted offences
(Pratt, 2001). Others dispute this position, and assert that specific inter-
ventions with identifiable high-risk offenders are a legitimate approach to
public protection (Burdon & Gallagher, 2002; Levesque, 2000).
Assessing risk is one of the most important and controversial tasks in the
criminal justice system. The current consensus in the assessment field
appears to be that there is no longer a question about whether risk can be
predicted, but there is a need to identify empirically the best measures and
methods to use (Abracen et al., 2004; Borum, 1996; Miller, Amenta, &
Conroy, 2005). Although there is continuing debate over the optimal
utilization of static and dynamic risk factors in risk assessment (e.g.,
Hanson & Harris, 2001; Craig, Browne, & Stringer, 2004; Quinsey, Harris,
Rice, & Cormier, 1998), actuarial measures have demonstrated a
statistically significant level of predictive accuracy regarding the risk of
sexual re-offending, and consistently outperform clinical judgement
(Hanson, 1998; Hanson & Thornton, 1999, 2000).
An extended supervision order under the Parole (Extended Supervision)
Amendment Act 2004 requires a risk assessment report by a health assessor
that specifically addresses an offender’s risk of sexually re-offending against
children. This report concludes with a recommendation for or against
extended supervision and a recommendation of the length of extended
supervision, up to a maximum of 10 years. Current practice for the
completion of these reports involves the use of the Automated Sexual
Recidivism Scale (ASRS), a computer-scored actuarial measure based on
static factors gleaned from offenders’ official records and validated with
samples of New Zealand offenders (Skelton, Riley, Wales, & Vess, 2006).
Standard practice also includes use of the Sex Offender Need Assessment
Rating (SONAR), an actuarially-based measure of dynamic risk factors
empirically related to rates of sexual recidivism (Hanson & Harris, 2000a).
Given the importance of accurate prediction of re-offending by high-risk
child sex offenders in terms of public safety, individual rights, and the
utilization of limited resources, the methods used to make recommenda-
tions for supervision require ongoing empirical evaluation.
The use of static actuarial measures in combination with measures based
on dynamic variables remains a controversial issue. There is an unresolved
debate in the literature about whether the predictive accuracy of static
actuarial indices of recidivism is improved or diminished when modified by
consideration of dynamic factors (Berlin, Galbreath, Geary, & McGlone,
236 T. Watson & J. Vess
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2003; Dvoskin & Heilbrun, 2001; Harris & Rice, 2003). A primary focus
has been on developing empirically validated predictors of risk (Andrews &
Bonta, 1998). The 1990s saw the development and validation of specific
actuarial measures to predict risk in sexual offender populations (Barbaree,
Seto, Langton, & Peacock, 2001; Grubin, 1999; Harris et al., 2003). These
measures have provided for the definition of subgroups of higher risk and
lower risk re-offenders, based on longitudinal follow-up studies of offenders
with specific sets of identifying characteristics.
Some researchers present actuarial measures as the only legally defensible
method for sexual recidivism risk prediction. It has been argued that when
diluted by clinical judgement, actuarial measures are open to systematic
error that places both society and the rights of the offender at risk (e.g.,
Campbell, 2000; Harris, 2003). Further, the use of clinical judgement alone
for predicting child sex offender recidivism has been largely demonstrated
to be ineffective (Quinsey et al., 1998). This position is supported by
studies that report the consistent superiority of actuarial measures in
predicting sexual recidivism over guided clinical judgement (Barbaree
et al., 2001) and those showing the higher accuracy of a range of actuarial
measures in child sex offender samples (e.g., Harris et al., 2003; Stadtland
et al., 2005).
However, the use of purely static actuarial measures is not without
limitations. While such measures are effective in placing an individual
offender within a specified group with similar characteristics for which there
is a known rate of sexual recidivism, they do not permit a formulation of
the specific contingencies and risk factors for a given case. Hanson and
Thornton (1999) note that, without the inclusion of dynamic variables, the
Static-99 alone cannot determine when sexual re-offending may occur, or
what conditions may precipitate such an offence. Thus, static actuarial
risk measures do not facilitate an approach to the active management of
risk in individual offenders. Furthermore, because they are by definition
static and unchanging, they do not allow for the assessment of changes in
risk over time, and thereby do not assist in the judicial decisions about
release or supervision that must be made routinely by judges and parole
boards.
Decision-making about release from prison and the use of sanctions after
release now involves considering the use of interventions such as intensive
supervision and treatment to manage risk while an offender is in the
community, as opposed to simple prediction of the likelihood of further
offences (Abracen et al., 2004; Simourd, 2004). Researchers have argued
that if dynamic variables assessed by clinicians are to be used in this context
they should always be firmly grounded in objective actuarial measures
(Quinsey, Rice, & Harris, 1995). It has been argued that using actuarial
measures based on static variables, combined with consideration of
dynamic risk factors for individual offenders, is a sound way of informing
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these decisions (Dvoskin & Heilbrun, 2001). Webster, Hucker, and Bloom
(2002) contend that this model allows for greater clarity, not only for the
clinician but also for decision-makers. When important decisions about
the release of offenders (or any special conditions imposed upon release)
are made, it is no longer considered sufficient to reference a large hetero-
geneous population to which an offender belongs, or even a specific subset
of similar offenders with a known rate of sexual recidivism. Criminal justice
professionals and decision-makers are requesting a more complete picture
of the offender (Monahan, 2004).
Recent research with sex offenders has shown that risk predictions made
by static actuarial measures can be enhanced by incorporating dynamic
variables to give a fuller picture of individualized risk (Craig et al., 2004;
Craissati & Beech, 2005). Data from Hanson and Harris’s (2000a) study
showed that the prediction of recidivism made with the Violence Risk
Appraisal Guide (VRAG; Quinsey et al., 1998), a static actuarial measure of
risk, was mediated by an offender’s SONAR score. Further studies have
given empirical support to the hypothesis that including an assessment of
dynamic factors can strengthen the predictive ability of static actuarial
measures designed to measure sexual recidivism (Beech, Friendship,
Erikson, & Hanson, 2002; Thornton, 2002). A recent review of the
effectiveness of sexual recidivism risk assessments found that structured
clinical judgement (i.e., where a clinician makes a prediction of risk guided
by an appropriate actuarial measure), combined with dynamic variables
individual to an offender, showed good predictive accuracy (Hanson &
Morton-Bourgon, 2004). A combination of purely actuarial variables, in the
form of the ASRS (Skelton et al., 2005), and a standardized, empirically-
based consideration of dynamic risk variables, in the form of the SONAR
(Hanson & Harris, 2000a), has been adopted by the New Zealand
Department of Corrections when deciding whether to seek an order for
extended supervision.
The research literature to date on risk prediction with sex offenders has
focused on the use of static actuarial measures, with or without consider-
ation of dynamic variables, sometimes in comparison to clinical judgment.
The present study aims to investigate the current clinical use of the
SONAR in New Zealand, as it is used to inform further the prediction of
recidivism derived from the purely static actuarial ASRS, and the resul-
ting recommendations made for extended supervision in a sample of child
sex offenders. Because the primary purpose of the extended supervision
legislation is public protection, it was expected that clinicians would take a
conservative approach when making their final recommendations in the
form of extended supervision reports. Therefore, high scores on the ASRS
were not expected to override lower scores on the SONAR and vice-versa,
such that recommendations for extended supervision would be made when
scores on either instrument were high for a given offender.
238 T. Watson & J. Vess
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Method
Participants
The legal criterion for extended supervision requires that the offender
present a high risk of sexual re-offending against a child. As an initial
selection criterion, all sexual offenders with ASRS scores in the medium-
low to high range were individually assessed for extended supervision.
A departmental decision was made to exclude offenders in the lowest
category of risk from further evaluation, as these offenders would present
too few risk variables to justify an extended supervision application to the
court. This selection process identified 76 child sex offenders who had
extended supervision reports written by staff of the Psychological Service of
the Department of Corrections between October 2004 and March 2005.
Six cases were excluded from final statistical analyses due to incomplete
data, leaving a total pool of 70 participants for analysis.
All participants were male. Demographic data showed the ethnicity of
participants to be 60.5% European (46), 32.9% Maori (25), and 6.6%
Pacific Nations (5). The mean age was 39.5 years, with an age range of 19 –
67 years. The mean number of prior sentences imposed at the date of the
extended supervision report was 14.5, with the range of sentences imposed
on individual offenders being 1 – 78. The mean number of prior convictions
for sexual offences was 7.1, with a range of 1 – 36. These figures for prior
sentences and sexual convictions are independent of an offender’s total
number of court appearances.
Materials
SONAR. The Sex Offender Need Assessment Rating (SONAR) was
developed by Hanson and Harris (2000a) to allow clinicians to score and
evaluate changes in dynamic risk factors for sexual offenders. Clinicians
scoring the SONAR used the scoring manual provided by the authors. All
clinicians conducting these assessments had substantial prior experience in
the assessment of sexual offenders. Data on interrater reliability were not
available. The SONAR scores variables across two domains – stable
dynamic and acute dynamic. Stable dynamic factors are those present for a
month or more that affect an offender’s functioning. Acute dynamic factors
are those that may be present for only a short time prior to an offence and
have a precipitating effect on the offending. Assessing these factors in
interview with the offender, the clinician scores nine variables across the
two domains: five stable dynamic variables (intimacy deficits, negative
social influences, attitudes tolerant of sex offending, sexual self-regulation,
and general self-regulation) and four acute dynamic variables (substance
abuse, negative mood, anger, and victim access). The final score can range
from 74 to 14, and then raw scores are translated into five risk categories:
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low (74 – 3), low-moderate (4 – 5), moderate (6 – 7), high-moderate (8 –
9), and high (10 – 14).
ASRS. The Automated Sexual Recidivism Scale (ASRS) is a computer
programme developed using the New Zealand Department of Corrections
database of historical offender information (Skelton, Riley, Wales, & Vess,
2006). The ASRS utilizes variables available from the database that have
been found to be highly correlated with sexual recidivism. Seven such
variables could be scored from the available computerized records: number
of prior sex convictions, number of prior sentencing dates, any convictions
for non-contact sex offences, index offence of non-sexual violence, prior
non-sexual violence charges, any male victim, and age of offender at time of
index offence. A final score may be obtained from 0 to 9, with a higher score
indicating a higher risk of sexual re-offending. Raw scores are translated
into four risk categories: low (0), medium-low (1 – 2), medium-high (3 – 4),
and high (5).
The scoring criteria and initial psychometric properties of the ASRS
have been presented elsewhere (Skelton, Riley, Wales, & Vess, 2006). When
developing and testing the measure, the authors took three samples based on
release dates over a 15-year period and analysed sexual re-offending post-
release in the light of the risk category assigned to the offender by ASRS.
Each category was found to have progressively higher rates of sexual reci-
divism at five-, 10- and 15-year periods following release from prison. The
ASRS showed significant predictive accuracy for sexual recidivism using
ROC analysis (AUC¼ .78). The ASRS development study also found that
there was a substantial increase in sexual recidivism by child sex offenders
between five and 10 years post-release. This was true for all sexual re-
offences (28% at five years vs 43% at 10 years for the highest risk offenders)
and for sexual re-offences specifically against children (21% at five years vs
36% at 10 years for the highest risk offenders). This measure is therefore
considered to provide useful information in recommendations about
extended supervision, which may be imposed for up to 10 years post-release.
The ASRS is used in the current context because it has relevant New
Zealand norms, and provides sexual recidivism rates that are more specific
than the Static-99 in terms of re-offences against children (the type of re-
offending specified in New Zealand’s extended supervision legislation).
The ASRS’s initial psychometric properties are comparable to other
available actuarial risk measures. Further validation studies using different
samples of New Zealand offenders are currently underway.
Procedure
All data collection was archival. Data were gathered from extended
supervision reports made accessible by the Psychological Service, New
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Zealand Department of Corrections. Clinicians routinely used the SONAR
and ASRS when writing these reports. The scores for individual items for
each instrument were gathered from the reports. Where required, further
information was gathered from participant’s Public Prisons Service
electronic file. Item by item scores for each instrument were entered into
a computer database. Quantitative data analyses were then conducted using
SPSS 11.5 for Windows.
Demographic data were gathered from the Department of Corrections
file information held on participants. Data were anonymous, with numerical
identification used for each participant during data collection and analyses.
Analyses
Frequencies of risk measure categories, recommendations for extended
supervision, and descriptive statistics were generated. Correlations between
each individual item on both measures, measure totals, and extended super-
vision recommendations were calculated. Participants’ total raw scores
on each of the measures were analysed using independent t tests to
investigate differences between participants recommended for extended
supervision or no extended supervision and their scores on the SONAR and
the ASRS.
Binomial logistic regression was performed, with extended supervision or
no extended supervision as the dichotomous dependent variable. Forward
regression was used as this is an exploratory study and there were no
assumptions about predictor variables.
Results
A frequency count was made of each participant’s SONAR risk category,
ASRS risk category, and recommendation for extended supervision or no
extended supervision. These counts are shown in Table I. The frequency
counts for extended supervision and no extended supervision recommen-
dations across the 70 participants are presented separately for each risk
category on both the SONAR and the ASRS. As can be seen, the low risk
category on the SONAR was the most common among this sample,
although the majority of participants fell within the combined moderate to
high risk categories. Consistent with the screening criterion for eligibility for
extended supervision, all participants’ scores fell within the medium-low to
high ASRS risk categories. All participants with a high risk category on the
SONAR were recommended for extended supervision and four participants
with a high risk category on the ASRS were recommended for no extended
supervision. Within this sample of eligible offenders, 71% (50 in total) were
recommended for extended supervision and 29% (20 in total) were
recommended for no extended supervision.
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A full correlation matrix was constructed to investigate the relationships
between individual items on each measure, measure total, and extended
supervision recommendation. Due to the number of correlations calcu-
lated, a conservative approach to interpretation was taken due to the chance
of a type I error. Only correlations between items and supervision recom-
mendation that reached significance levels of less than .01 are reported.
Extended supervision recommendation was significantly correlated with
all five stable dynamic variables from the SONAR: intimacy deficits
(r¼ .51, p5 .001), social influences (r¼ .35, p5 .001), attitudes (r¼ .43,
p5 .001), sexual self-regulation (r¼ .33, p5 .001), and general self-
regulation (r¼ .27, p5 .01). In addition, total SONAR score was
significantly correlated with extended supervision recommendation
(r¼ .53, p5 .001). The significant positive correlations between these
variables and extended supervision recommendation indicate that as
participants’ scores increased on these variables so did the likelihood of
them being recommended for extended supervision.
A moderate significant correlation was also found between the first ASRS
item (prior sex offences) and recommendation for extended supervision
(r¼ .25, p5 .01), so that as the number of prior sex offences increased so
did the likelihood of recommendation for extended supervision.
The raw scores for each measure were also analysed. The mean score on
the ASRS fell into the medium-high risk category (M¼ 3.90, SD¼ 1.26)
and the mean score on the SONAR fell into the low-moderate risk category
(M¼ 5.71, SD¼ 3.72). Independent sample t tests were performed to
examine further differences in mean SONAR and ASRS scores between
participants recommended for extended supervision and no extended
Table I. Frequencies of ASRS and SONAR risk categories and related supervision
recommendation for risk category.
Measure Raw score Frequency Supervision
No extended
supervision
SONAR (n¼70)
Low (74 – 3) 22 8 14
Low moderate (4 – 5) 0 0 0
Moderate (6 – 7) 19 14 5
High moderate (8 – 9) 15 14 1
High (10 – 14) 14 14 0
ASRS (n¼70)
Low (0) 0 0 0
Medium-low (1 to 2) 5 5 0
Medium-high (3 to 4) 44 28 16
High (5) 21 17 4
Total supervision recommendations 50 20
Note. These represent conservative statistical methods of interpreting logistical regression data.
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supervision. Participants recommended for extended supervision had a
significantly higher mean SONAR score than those recommended for no
extended supervision (t[68]¼ 5.21, p5 .001). This indicates that the raw
SONAR scores of participants who were recommended for extended
supervision placed them in a noticeably higher SONAR risk category than
those recommended for no extended supervision. The mean ASRS scores
for participants recommended for extended supervision or no extended
supervision did not differ significantly (t[68]¼ 1.26, p¼ .21, ns), perhaps
reflecting a truncated range of ASRS scores within the current sample
resulting from the departmental decision to exclude those in the low risk
category.
A forward binary logistic regression analysis was performed with
recommendation for extended supervision or no recommendation for
extended supervision as the outcome variable. Forward regression was used
as this is the first study on this data and we wished to explore which
measure, or combination of measures, was predictive of recommendation
for extended supervision. The results are presented in Table II. These show
that a model using only the SONAR risk category was statistically reliable
compared to a constant-only model. The amount of variance accounted for
by the model using SONAR risk category was moderately high (Nagelk-
erke’s R2¼ .42). Overall correct classification was high, with 80% of the
sample being correctly classified by the model. Post-analysis diagnostic
checks showed the model was a good fit.
Discussion
The intention of this exploratory study was to evaluate the current
generation of risk assessment measures used by the New Zealand
Department of Corrections in making recommendations for or against
extended supervision for high-risk child-victim sex offenders. To meet the
Table II. Summary of logistic regression analysis for prediction of supervision.
95% CI for exp b
B (SE) Lower exp b Upper
Included
Constant 71.71* (0.63) 1.72 2.80 4.58
SONAR risk category 1.03**
Excluded
ASRS risk category .32
Static category6SONAR category .19
Note: R2¼ .29 (Hosmer & Lemeshow), .30 (Cox & Snell), .42 (Nagelkerke). Model
w2(1)¼24.06, p5 .001. *p5 .01; **p5 .001.
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criteria of the Parole (Extended Supervision) Amendment Act 2004, an
offender must be deemed to be at a high risk of re-offending sexually against
children after release from prison. This primary determination is made by
including those who have a medium to high risk of this type of re-offending,
as indicated by a static actuarial measure, the ASRS. Further clarification of
the risk an offender poses is facilitated by looking at individual dynamic risk
variables using the clinically-based SONAR.
As this is New Zealand’s first experience with an extended supervision Act
intended to increase the safety of potential child victims of sex offenders, it
was expected that clinicians would take a conservative approach in making
recommendations for extended supervision. Consequently, it was antici-
pated that a high score on either measure used, the ASRS or the SONAR,
would lead to a recommendation of extended supervision irrespective of the
other measure’s score. The results of the investigation suggest that recom-
mendation for extended supervision was a result of clinicians considering
the impact of dynamic variables scored on the SONAR to modify the risk
presented in the higher range of ASRS scores.
As expected, total SONAR score was significantly related to recommen-
dation for extended supervision: a higher SONAR score was indicative of a
recommendation for extended supervision. The relationship between total
SONAR score and recommendation for extended supervision indicates that
clinicians took into account the dynamic risk factors reflected in a higher
SONAR score as well as the static risk indicated by ASRS score. In addition
to the total SONAR score being significantly related to recommendation for
extended supervision, all five individual stable dynamic variables from the
SONAR were also significantly related: as shown, the highest correlation of
the five was that between intimacy deficits and recommendation for
extended supervision. This may suggest that clinical practice in the context
of the current study is consistent with research findings regarding the
relationship between intimacy deficits and sexual re-offending against
children (Hanson & Harris, 2000b; Malamuth, 2003, cited in Hanson &
Morton-Bourgon, 2004; Ward, Hudson, Marshall, & Siegert, 1995).
Further investigation of the effect risk measure scores had on recom-
mendations for or against extended supervision was undertaken to clarify
whether high scores on one measure alone lead to an extended supervision
recommendation. Results indicated that, combined with a medium-low to
high ASRS score, participants with a low SONAR score were more likely to
be recommended for no extended supervision, and those with a high
SONAR score were more likely to be recommended for extended super-
vision. As ASRS scores were used to screen participants for eligibility for
extended supervision, there was no significant differences in mean scores
between those recommended for extended supervision and those recom-
mended for no extended supervision as all participants, by definition, had
scores in the truncated range from medium-low to high risk categories.
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Logistic regression analysis results supported the idea that, given all
participants fell in the medium-low to high ASRS risk categories, individual
risk in the form of high SONAR score was predictive of clinicians making a
recommendation for extended supervision. The odds ratio of the SONAR
risk category was 2.80, so a participant in this sample with a high SONAR
score was approximately 2.8 times more likely to receive a recommendation
for extended supervision.
The results of this study show that the risk formulations behind
recommendations for or against extended supervision were strongly
weighted by dynamic factors specific to the individual offenders, which
were taken into consideration by the clinicians conducting the assessments.
This conforms to recommendations made by experts in the field who have
supported the use of clinical judgement and consider dynamic variables to
achieve a more individualized approach to risk assessment and decision-
making (Craig et al., 2004; Craissati & Beech, 2005; Dvoskin & Heilbrun,
2001). From the perspective of judicial decision-makers, inclusion of
dynamic as well as static variables may allow a more complete picture of the
individual case under consideration.
While the current study presents exploratory research into the use of a
combination of computer-scored actuarial risk assessment and clinician-
judged dynamic risk assessment in making recommendations under the
new Parole (Extended Supervision) Amendment Act 2004, several
substantial limitations should be noted. No outcome data in the form of
recidivism data for this sample are available at the present time to test the
predictive accuracy of risk judgements as reflected in the recommendations
made for or against extended supervision under the new legislation. The
sample used was small, with a final pool of 70 participants available for
analyses. It is suggested that further empirical investigation of these
measures and their use in this context would provide useful data regarding
the utility of combined static and dynamic risk assessment measures. It is
anticipated that the current sample, along with offenders released in future,
will be followed over time to allow the accuracy of the risk assessment
method for sexual recidivism to be evaluated. It is also expected that the
potential protective effects against sexual re-offending of community
supervision, as well as the limitations of such interventions, will be
investigated. Additional studies such as these should further our under-
standing of the contribution of both static and dynamic factors to the risk of
recidivism in individual sexual offenders.
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